
Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
Family Meditations for Great Lent 
 

SUNDAY OF ST. GREGORY PALAMAS 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the Sunday of St. Gregory Palamas, on which we celebrate a truly great and wonder-working Saint 
who defended an important aspect of Orthodox belief:  he “upheld the Orthodox doctrine that 
humans can know God not only through the intellect but also through experience of His uncreated 
energies.”  That is, he defended that fact that not only can you understand that there is a God, but you 
can actually experience God, even while you’re alive here on earth.  
 
St. Gregory Palamas, was born in Constantinople, in the year 1296. His father had been a prominent 
dignitary, but he died while Gregory was young. The emperor took an interest in Gregory, who was 
really a remarkable child, and helped raise him and educate him. The boy was very smart and worked 
hard, so he mastered all the subjects he studied. As he grew up, the emperor hoped that Gregory would 
take a position working within his government. 

Instead, when he was just twenty years old, Gregory went to Mount Athos to become a monk. He 
wanted to spend all of his energy praying and learning about God. Gregory’s whole family was very 
faithful, and his mother and his sisters also became monastics.  

Sometimes Gregory had visions -- for example, the holy Evangelist John the Theologian appeared to 
him and promised him his spiritual protection.  

On Mt. Athos, Gregory learned about “prayer of the heart”, which is done when one is alone and very 
quiet and is called “Hesychasm” (from the Greek “hesychia” meaning calm, silence). Gregory mastered 
this kind of prayer, and became a “hesychast” (a person who prays the prayer of the heart). 

In the year 1326, because of the threat of Turkish invasions, Gregory went to Thessalonica, where he 
was ordained a priest. He still lived the life of a hermit, but also did the work of a priest. Monday 
through Friday, he was completely alone, in silence and prayer. On weekends, he came out into public, 
to celebrate holy services and to preach sermons. His teaching often brought people to tears.  

One day, a very well-educated monk named Barlaam, who had written long and wonderful writings on 
logic and astronomy, came to Mt. Athos and heard about hesychasm, or the prayer of the heart. He 



declared that it was impossible to know the essence of God, and declared mental prayer a heretical 
error. Barlaam ridiculed the teachings of the monks about the methods of prayer and about the 
uncreated light seen by the hesychasts. 

St. Gregory, of course, was both very well-educated in the world and also very well-versed in hesychasm, 
so he was the perfect person to debate this. He tried to speak with Barlaam at �rst, but soon he saw that 
this would not be enough, so he began writing many texts explaining the validity of the prayer of the 
heart. 

The argument between them was about whether we can know God. We can know about God, but can 
we ever experience God? 
 
We begin with the idea that we cannot comprehend the essence of God; He is in�nite, and our brains 
just can’t completely understand Him. Think, for example, of all of known space -- it is too large for us 
to grasp. We can get satellite images of space, we can study space, but it’s hard for us to really 
understand just how enormous it is, because our brains and our world are so much smaller. And yet, 
even if we could map all of space and travel every inch of it, this is still only God’s creation and is so 
much smaller than God Himself. We cannot truly comprehend God. We can learn about Him, but we 
cannot fully grasp Him. 
 
And yet there have been times when human beings have experienced God. Consider the 
Trans�guration: Jesus took the Apostles Peter, James, and John with Him up upon a mountain, and 
while they were on the mountain, Jesus was trans�gured. His face shone like the sun, and His garments 
became glistening white. He showed them the glory of God, the “uncreated light” of God, as it shined 
through Him. 

A bright cloud overshadowed them up on that mountain, and a voice came from the cloud saying, 
"This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to Him." This cloud (which we have seen 
before in the life of Moses and when Solomon was building the Temple) is the Holy Spirit, and this 
voice can only be the Father.  

When the disciples heard God speak, they fell on their faces �lled with awe. They had an amazing 
experience of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Even though God is so much bigger than us, so 
incomprehensible to us, He showed Himself to the disciples, and they were overwhelmed and amazed 
and �lled with awe. 



Jesus came to them and told them to not be afraid. When the three looked up they saw only Jesus. The 
experience of seeing God -- not just Jesus, but truly experiencing the Holy Trinity -- was overwhelming, 
so Jesus comforted them, and helped them recover from it. 

When Barlaam and St. Gregory Palamas faced o� in a debate at the Constantinople Council of 1341, 
they stood inside the amazing Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, and argued about the Trans�guration. 
St. Gregory argued God chose to truly reveal Himself to people, to use His divine energies to show 
them His glory and His presence. Contrarily, Barlaam argued that this was not really an experience of 
God; it was some kind of helpful gift from God, but the disciples did not and could not truly 
experience God Himself. 

The Council agreed with St. Gregory Palamas: God, who is unapproachable in His Essence, reveals 
Himself through His energies, which are directed towards the world and can be perceived like the light 
the disciples saw on Mt. Tabor. The teachings of Barlaam were condemned as heresy, and he �ed to 
Calabria. 

Some who agreed with Barlaam continued to argue against St. Gregory, and at one point he was 
actually locked up in prison for four years but the next patriarch freed him, and named him 
Archbishop of Thessalonica.  

Ultimately, the precious tradition of the prayer of the heart, and the true understanding that God 
reveals Himself in His energies to humans, including the apostles at the Trans�guration and the 
hesychasts, survived Barlaam’s incorrect teachings, and the Church remained true to its original 
teachings, thanks to the voice of St. Gregory Palamas, who would not give up but insisted on defending 
the truth. Many people say the that Sunday of St. Gregory Palamas is like the Sunday of Orthodoxy 
Part Two, because it was the next time that Orthodoxy itself was under attack but was ultimately 
victorious! 

In his �nal years, St. Gregory performed many miracles, healing the sick. The night before he died, St. 
John Chrysostom appeared to him in a vision. And when he died, his last words were, “To the heights! 
To the heights!”  

 

QUESTIONS 

What is the prayer of the heart? 



This is hesychasm, or very quiet and still prayer. 

During the years when he was a priest, how did St. Gregory �nd time along for solitary prayer time? 

He spent five days a week completely alone, in silence and prayer, and came to his people on the weekends 
only, to celebrate holy services and to preach sermons.  

St. Gregory debated Barlaam about whether or not people could really experience God. Who did the 
Church agree with? 

The Church ultimately agreed with St. Gregory Palamas’ position that people can experience God’s 
energies, like Moses did and like the apostles did at the Transfiguration. 

 

For Discussion:  Talk about times when you have experienced God. 
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THE THIRD MONDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Monday of Great Lent, and because our week began with St. Gregory Palamas, who 
helped us to better understand how God reveals Himself to us, and who defended the great tradition 
of hesychasm (prayer of the heart), this week we will focus on prayer. 
 
In the gospel of Matthew, we �nd that Jesus speci�cally explained how we should pray: 
 

“And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the 
synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men. Assuredly, I say to 
you, they have their reward.”  

 
First, Jesus tells us what not to do: don’t put on a show so that everyone else will think that you’re so 
great at praying. Don’t try to make everyone see you praying, so that they’ll think you’re holy. Jesus says 
that people who show o� their prayers, “have their reward”. That means, they are only trying to get 
attention, and that works. But if what you really want is a di�erent “reward” (like growing closer to 
God), you’ll have to pray a di�erent way: 
 

“But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your 
Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.”  
 

Jesus wants us to pray humbly, quietly, without drawing attention to ourselves. This can be done in 
our own rooms -- and really, there is a way that you can pray humbly in church too. When we pray in 
church, we don’t yell or draw attention to ourselves. Instead, we stand quietly and peacefully, our 
words are mere whispers, and our heads are often down. We pray with humility, without drawing 
attention to ourselves. 
 

“And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do. For they think that they 
will be heard for their many words. Therefore do not be like them. For your Father knows the 
things you have need of before you ask Him.” 
 



Sometimes people think that saying “do not use vain repetitions” means don’t repeat prayers that you 
have memorized, but you’ll see that Jesus is about to o�er us the Lord’s Prayer to memorize and repeat, 
so that cannot be what He means. Instead, Jesus is advising us not to ramble on with �owery language 
that doesn’t mean anything, but to o�er prayers that are meaningful and simple. When you pray 
humbly and you really mean what you are saying, even if you are reading from a prayerbook, you are 
being sincere and real, and not trying to impress God with your words. Finally, Jesus tells us that our 
Father “knows the things you have need of before you ask Him.” We should not lecture God about 
what we need -- He knows what we really need, and we should just ask Him to take care of us in His 
wisdom! 
 
He continues, 
 

“In this manner, therefore, pray:  
 
Our Father who art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we 
forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil. 
For Yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.  
 
For if You forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do 
not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” 
 

We begin with, “Our Father”. Jesus could have told us to say, “My Father”, which is beautiful because it 
reminds us that He has made us adopted sons and daughters of God. But he says, “Our Father”, 
because this shows both that we are sons and daughters and that we pray together, as a community.  
 
“Hallowed” means holy, so when we say, “Hallowed be Thy name” we are observing that God’s name is 
holy, which it is. We could also ask ourselves, is God’s name holy when I say it? Do I shine with His 
light, so that when I speak of God, others can sense His holiness? 
 
 We continue with, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” This line 
observes that Christ will return someday and the Kingdom of Heaven will be on earth. But it’s more 
than that -- when we say Thy Kingdom come, we are inviting the Kingdom in!  In the original Greek, 
this is an invitation, like ‘Come, dear Kingdom!’  We are inviting the Lord to reign over us, asking to be 
made His servants.  We invite servitude, so that we might carry the Kingdom in our hearts.  More than 
simply recognizing that the Kingdom will be here eventually, we are asking to become a part of the 
Kingdom today. 
 



Jesus tells us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” Our daily bread is the food that we eat which 
sustains us physically, but it is also the bread that nourishes us spiritually.  We receive this bread at Holy 
Communion, and we know that Jesus is  the Bread of Life.  We bring both our physical hunger and our 
spiritual hunger to God! 
 
“And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive those who trespass against us.” As we discussed during the 
�rst week of Lent, God has forgiven each of us so much, and if we cannot learn from that experience 
and feel merciful and forgiving to others, then the mercies we have received will fade away.  Like the 
unforgiving servant, if we aren’t forgiving, we cannot receive forgiveness. Somehow, the state of our 
heart is only open to forgiveness when we can humbly pass along forgiveness too. 
 
The last line Jesus gives us reads, “And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil.” It’s not 
that God leads us to temptation, but that we hope He will lead us away, for we recognize our weakness. 
Temptation can come from outside us or  from within — our own weaknesses and insecurities may 
cause us to want to lash out or to steal or to run from consequences.  Our weaknesses are our 
temptations, and in humility, we ask that God shield us and protect us, for we know that alone we are 
not strong enough to overcome all temptation, but through Christ Jesus there is nothing we cannot 
do.   
 
Have you ever noticed how all of our prayers end with, “Amen”? That means, “So be it”. 
 
We are lucky indeed to �nd that our Lord gave us speci�c instructions on how to pray! 

 
If you’d like to look this up in your Bible, today’s reading is from Matthew 6:5-15. 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Does Jesus want us to pray in front of everyone else, making sure that they see? 
 
No, Jesus teaches us not to make a spectacle of our prayers, but to be quiet and humble. 
 
What do we mean when we say, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”? 
 
We are saying that Christ will return and establish His kingdom over the earth as it is in heaven, but we 
are also inviting Christ’s kingdom and God’s will. We want to participate in this now -- we ask to be a 
part of the kingdom and we invite God to do His will. 
 
What do we mean by, “Give us this day our daily bread.”? 



We need to be nourished physically and spiritually, so we are asking God to help us be fed with real bread 
(or other food) and also to be fed spiritually, as He is the Bread of Life.   
 
For Discussion:  What do you think is the most interesting part of the Lord’s Prayer? 
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THE THIRD TUESDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Tuesday of Great Lent, and this week we are thinking about prayer. Have you ever asked 
yourself, what exactly happens when I pray? 
 
When we think about Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, before they ate the fruit of the Tree of the 
Knowledge of Good and Evil, they would walk in the Garden and it seems that God would walk with 
them. They could talk with God -- really talk with Him, and hear His answers.  
 
Prayer is our opportunity to do the same thing -- to spend some time with God. Praying really is like 
talking to God, but we don’t hear His answers the way Adam and Eve used to hear Him, do we? If I 
talk to my friend by saying words, usually my friend answers back with words. God is di�erent. He 
does send us answers, but not necessarily with words, like people do. 
 
In the Holy Scriptures, God speaks to his people, Israel. He says: “I shall give you a new heart and put a 
new spirit within you. I shall take the heart of stone from your �esh and give you a heart of �esh.” 
(Ezekiel 36:26) He is really speaking to all of us, because we all have hearts of unfeeling stone 
sometimes, but God can replace them with soft hearts of �esh. 

Our bodies have hearts, and so do our souls. Our body’s heart beats, and it pumps blood around to 
all of our organs. But what about our soul’s heart? Have you ever seen a person be ‘hard-hearted’ to 
another person? Maybe they pushed someone down on the ground and laughed, maybe they tease 
someone mercilessly. People who show no compassion or sympathy for the pain they cause are often 
called hard-hearted. But on the other hand, others have softer hearts, which are easily bruised and 
which ache for people in pain. God wants us to have soft hearts, which love our neighbors and 
mourn with the sad and celebrate with the joyful. 

All of the tools that God gives us (prayer, fasting, attending church services, charity and service work, 
and study) are designed to transform us! God wants to shape us into the people He created us to be. 
In particular, through prayer He can change our hearts. As we spend more and more time in the 
presence of God, He transforms our hearts from stone to �esh -- from hard to soft. 



Imagine if you were to take a piece of clay and rub it in your warm hands. The clay begins hard and 
almost solid and impenetrable, like our hearts, but as we work it with our hands, the warmth makes 
the clay soft and pliable. God’s warm presence does that for us; it transforms the hardness of our 
hearts into softness. And just like that clay, our hearts might just grow hard again if we stop praying 
for a while, but simply returning to prayer begins to warm us up again. 

We began this week with St. Gregory of Palamas, who once gave a sermon on the Publican and the 
Pharisee -- which is a parable Jesus told us, about how a Pharisee went to pray very proudly and said, 
“Thank you God that I am not like this other man!”. Next to him was the Publican, a tax collector, 
someone who probably does a lot of bad things. The Pharisee didn’t feel sorry for the sad Publican 
who was on the �oor praying, prostrated in his repentance -- he just felt very proud that he was so 
much better than him! The Publican, though he was a bad man, prayed humbly, “Lord, have mercy 
on me, a sinner!” Jesus preferred the Publican’s prayer to the Pharisee’s prayer. 

St. Gregory of Palamas said, “Faith and contrition make prayer and supplication for the remission of 
sins e�ective, once evil deeds have been renounced, but despair and hardness of heart make it 
ine�ectual.” That basically means that the Publican’s prayer showed faith in God and contrition, or 
a sadness for his sins, and therefore his sins were forgiven. On the other hand, the Pharisee’s 
“hardness of heart”, his pride and lack of empathy, made it impossible for his sins to be forgiven!  

Praying with a soft and humble and loving heart brings us closer to God, while praying with a hard, 
cold heart does not. 

A soft heart loves more, feels more, and most importantly, is more able to receive God’s love and His 
mercy and His messages. If we want to walk in the garden with God, we need soft hearts, so that 
those hearts can feel the messages that God sends. 

We know that God is love, and that soft hearts feel love intensely -- so when we allow Him to make 
our hearts soft, we can feel His presence more intensely. That’s why we pray and why we worship, 
why we participate in the life of the Church:  we spend time in the presence of God in order to 
soften our hearts, that we might feel His presence and live in His love. 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS 

Did Adam and Eve communicate with God in the Garden? How? 



They walked with Him and talked -- and He answered. 

 

What is the di�erence between a hard heart and a soft one? 

A hard-heart is unfeeling and uncaring, while a soft heart is compassionate and loving -- and can 
better feel God’s presence. 

 

What kinds of activities help us soften our hearts?  

Prayer and church services, fasting, almsgiving. 

 

For Discussion:  Can you think of an example (from a book or a movie or from your own real life) of a 
person who acts like they have a hard heart? How about a soft heart? Have you ever felt yourself having 
a hard heart or a soft heart? What is it like when your heart is soft? 
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THE THIRD WEDNESDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Wednesday of Great Lent, and this week we are thinking about prayer, and in particular, 
about how prayers can teach us at the same time that they’re helping us to express ourselves. 
 
Here’s a great example: 

Prayer Upon Entering a Church 

I will come into Your house in the greatness of Your mercy: and in fear I will worship toward 
Your holy temple. Lead me, O Lord, in Your righteousness because of my enemies; make Your 
way straight before me, that with a clear mind I may glorify You forever, One Divine Power 
worshiped in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

When we walk into church from the busy world outside, the Church gives us this prayer to help us 
adjust our mindset as we enter into this holy space. Maybe we were running late and rushing around, 
maybe we’ve been �ghting with each other or listening to loud music and laughing. We’ve been in a 
non-church mood, and it’s time to transition into a worshipful attitude. This prayer takes our minds 
and �rmly places them in the Church we enter.  As we whisper the words —  in fear I will worship 
toward Your holy temple. Lead me, O Lord  — we redirect our minds, calling us to awe and fear as we 
dare to enter to holy place. This prayer calls our brains to worship. The words form our minds into 
something �t for church, clearing our minds and moving them into position to receive God’s grace 
and His mercy. 

Prayers teach us; they lead us into the most useful way of thinking about our situation.  If they were 
simply expressing thoughts we already had, they couldn’t move us to better places.  It’s a blessing to 
pray a prayer that stretches us and forms us into Saints. 

Certain of the Prayers Before Receiving Holy Communion o�er powerful visual images. Consider 
this image, o�ered in one pre-communion prayer by St. John Chrysostom: 

O Lord my God, I know that I am not worthy nor sufficient that You should enter under my 
roof into the habitation of my soul, for it is all deserted and in ruins, and You have no fitting 
place in me to lay Your head. But as from the heights of Your glory You did humble Yourself, 



so now bear me in my humility; as You did deign to lie in a manger in a cave, so deign now 
also to come into the manger of my mute soul and corrupt body. As You did not refrain from 
entering into the house of Simon the leper, or shrink from eating there with sinners, so also 
vouchsafe to enter the house of my poor soul, all leprous and full of sin. 

Just before receiving Holy Communion, we are given this wonderful image of our soul as a 
habitation for our Lord!  A habitation is like a habitat -- it’s a home. When we receive Holy 
Communion, we receive Jesus’ Body and Blood inside of us. How beautiful and helpful to think of 
hearts as a home where we invite Christ to come and live. We can try to picture a little house inside 
of us -- maybe it looks like a regular house, or like a cottage or a castle. You could spend some time 
imagining yours if you like -- you could even draw it, and think about how it should be.  

If this house is our spiritual heart, then we can imagine that its condition re�ects our spiritual life. 
Every time we are praying, we’re in the house and it’s getting clean and cozy. Every time we go to 
confession, it’s like the house is spotless! The sacraments, study, prayer and fasting -- these things all 
make our house sweet and clean. But if we are not praying, if we go for long stretches without 
opening up our spiritual homes by attending church and reading the Scriptures and reaching out to 
help people, then our houses are closed and shuttered, �lled with cobwebs and dust and dirt. If we’re 
really abandoning the Christian life, they can begin to look like ruins! And if we are sinful and we are 
hurting people, we are adding more dirt to our spiritual houses. But when we come back to Christ 
we can clean them up and bring them back to life!  He will even come inside our spiritual hearts and 
help us revive them. 

When we receive Holy Communion, we are truly receiving the Lord, inviting him to come and abide 
inside us. St. John Chrysostom is so wise to ask whether we have a �tting home for Him in our 
hearts! Every time we come to liturgy, we ask ourselves, what is the condition of my heart today? Is it 
dirty and dusty and not �t for our Lord? We pray, “ bear me in my humility; as You did deign to lie in 
a manger in a cave, so deign now also to come into the manger of my mute soul and corrupt body.” 
Christ does not require a palace, and He is willing to come into our dirty, sad hearts, and to help us 
bring them back to the beauty that God intended for us. With Christ, the Light of the World in our 
hearts, they will surely shine brightly. 

This is a beautiful prayer to pray the night before receiving Holy Communion, and to repeat in the 
line as you wait to receive. Whether you memorize it perfectly or just think about the idea of it, it’s a 
blessing to us as we prepare our hearts to receive our Lord! 

The Prayers Right Before Holy Communion end with a reference to two people who knew Jesus 
Christ but who behaved very di�erently at the time of His death:  Judas Iscariot and the repentant 
thief, also known as the good thief on the cross or St. Dismas.  Both men knew Christ and 



recognized that He was the Son of God, but while Judas gave Him a kiss to betray Him, the thief 
humbly asked Him to remember him in His Kingdom.  The prayer reads, 

Receive me today, Son of God, as a partaker of Your mystical Supper. I will not reveal Your 
mystery to Your adversaries. Nor will I give You a kiss as did Judas. But as the thief I confess to 
You: Lord, remember me in Your kingdom. 

Our last prayer as we approach, is a promise: I will not betray my Lord, but instead, let me be like 
that good thief on the cross. The good thief had lived a life of sin, but at the last moment, he looked 
upon our Lord Jesus Christ and repented. He recognized Christ’s goodness and His divinity. We are 
not perfect, and we will not lead perfect lives, but we hope that like that good thief, we will always be 
wise enough to repent and to ask for Jesus Christ’s mercy on us! Just as Jesus told the good thief, “I 
will see you in Paradise!” we hope that He will have mercy on us too. 

Our prayers teach us to take on that humble mindset, picturing ourselves as the thief on the cross, 
just as we approach for Holy Communion. May we always approach our Lord with humility and 
faith and love! 

 

QUESTIONS: 

How can prayers teach us? 

Prayers show us what we should be thinking, and help us to ease ourselves into the right frame of mind 
for the situation (focusing as we enter church, or preparing for communion, etc.) 

If we envision a ‘habitation’ for Jesus in our hearts, what would make that little home dirty? 

Whenever we are not using our spiritual hearts by praying, attending services, studying the Scriptures, 
etc. then our little homes are like an abandoned cabin in the woods: they get dirty and dusty, and 
eventually things begin to break and fall apart. If we are doing bad things, like hurting people, then 
that builds up dirt in our little homes. 

What makes that home clean and beautiful? 

Prayer, study and fasting, all help us clean up our little spiritual homes. And Jesus coming inside us 
through Holy Communion will make it cleaner too! Confession can really make it shine. 

Why is it good for us to think of ourselves as the good thief on the cross? 



He was sinful, as we are, but he repented and asked for God’s mercy -- and God gave it to him! We hope 
that He will have mercy on us, too! 

 

For Discussion:  Can you think of any other prayers that help you get your mind into the right place? Do 
you have other prayers that teach you? 
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THE THIRD THURSDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Thursday of Great Lent, and this week we are thinking about prayer. In the Scriptures, we 
read of many faithful people who were asked to pray to a false god, but would not. They prayed only to 
the One True God, the Holy Trinity. For instance, let’s consider the three holy youths, who were taken 
to Babylon but did not forget God, even in a strange land. 
 
The three young men, who were friends of the Prophet Daniel, were smart and well-educated, and they 
held good positions in the government. Their Hebrew names were Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah. 
They were also given Babylonian names --  Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego -- so sometimes you will 
hear them called by di�erent names.  
 
King Nebuchadnezzar built an enormous golden statue of himself and on the day that they dedicated 
it, his herald announced a new law. He cried out in a loud voice, “When you hear the sound of the 
trumpet, the pipe, the harp, the four-stringed instrument, the psaltery, the symphony, and every kind 
of music, you shall fall down and worship the golden image King Nebuchadnezzar set up, but whoever 
does not fall down and worship shall be cast into the burning �ery furnace.” 
 
This law was a problem for the three young men and for Daniel, because they worshipped only the 
One True God, the Holy Trinity. They could not bow down and worship this statue, no matter how 
many laws were made. 
 
So sometimes people would hear the sound of the trumpet, the pipe, the harp, the four-stringed 
instrument, the psaltery, the symphony, and every kind of music, and then they would all fall down and 
worship the golden image King Nebuchadnezzar set up. 
 
But some people knew that the three youths could not worship that statue, and they went to the king 
and said that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were not worshipping with everyone else. 
 
So Nebuchadnezzar asked them, “Is it true that you do not serve my gods or worship the golden image 
I set up? Now then, if you are ready, when you hear the sound of the trumpet, the pipe, the harp, the 
four-stringed instrument, the psaltery, the symphony, and every kind of music, that you shall fall down 



and worship the golden image I made. But if you do not worship it at that time, you shall be cast into 
the burning �ery furnace. Then what god is there who will deliver you from my hands?” 
 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego did not even consider worshipping that statue. They knew that 
they did indeed worship a God who was more powerful than King Nebuchadnezzar. 
 
They said, “We have no need to answer you about this. For there is a God in the heavens, whom we 
serve, and He is able to save us from the burning �ery furnace; and He will deliver us from your hands, 
O king. But if not, let it be known to you, that we will not serve your gods, nor worship the golden 
image you set up.” 
 
As you can imagine, Nebuchadnezzar was very angry at their response. He commanded his men to heat 
the furnace seven times more, until it burned as hot as it could burn. Then his men tied them tightly 
with ropes, and threw the three young men into the burning �ery furnace, expecting them to burn up 
and die for dishonoring Nebuchadnezzar. 
 
But something amazing happened. The �ames did not hurt them. The �re burned the ropes that were 
tied around them, and they were loose. They were praying, singing and praising God! They danced in 
the middle of the �ames, praising the Lord.  
 
Then Azariah stood and prayed in the midst of the �re. He prayed about the people of Israel, who had 
stopped worshipping God, so God stopped protecting them and allowed them to be taken away to 
Babylon. Azariah prayed a prayer of repentance, and asked for God to have mercy on them: 
 

“Blessed are You and praiseworthy, O Lord, the God of our fathers,  
And praised and glori�ed is Your name unto the ages. 
 [...] we sinned and acted lawlessly  
To depart from You.  
We sinned in every way,  
And did not obey Your commandments.  
Neither did we treasure or do as You commanded,  
That it might go well with us.  
Everything You brought on us  
And all You did to us, You did in true judgment.  
[...] we are humbled in all the earth today because of our sins.  
[...] Now we are following You with all our heart,  
And we fear You and seek Your face.  
Do not put us to shame,  
But deal with us according to Your kindness  



And according to the abundance of Your mercy.  
[...] Let them know that You alone are the Lord God 
And glorious over all the inhabited earth.” 

 
Now the king's servants did not cease to stoke the furnace to make it hotter and hotter. The �ame shot 
forty-nine cubits above the furnace, and it broke out and burned those it found around the furnace! 
 
But the Angel of the Lord went down into the furnace to join Azariah and his companions, and shook 
o� the �ery �ame of the furnace. He made the inside of the furnace to feel like a dew-laden breeze were 
blowing through it, so the �re did not touch them at all, or cause them pain, or trouble them. 
 
God heard their prayers, and protected them from the �ery furnace, and He was with them --- He sent 
them company in their di�culties, answering their prayers. 
 
Now Nebuchadnezzar heard their singing, and asked, “Didn’t we cast three men into the �re? Behold, 
I see four men untied and walking in the midst of the �re, yet they are not destroyed; and the vision of 
the fourth is like the Son of God.”  
 
The three youths sang a beautiful thanksgiving prayer to God, which ended like this: 
 

“Bless the Lord, O Hananiah, Azariah, and Mishael, 
And sing a hymn to Him, 
And exalt Him beyond measure unto the ages; 
For He delivered us from Hades 
And saved us from the hand of death. 
He rescued us from the midst of the burning �ery furnace 
And saved us from the midst of the �re. 
Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good, 
Because His mercy endures forever. 
Bless the Lord, the God of gods, 
All you who worship Him, 
And sing a hymn and give thanks to Him; 
For His mercy endures forever.” 

 
They prayed a prayer of praise and thanksgiving, because God heard them, and came to them in their 
time of need. 
 
Then the king approached the door of the burning �ery furnace, and called out to them by name, 
“Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come here!”  



 
All three of them came out of the �re and everyone saw that they had not been harmed at all. Even their 
clothes were not burned, and they didn’t even smell like smoke! It was as if they had never been in that 
furnace.  
 
King Nebuchadnezzar, seeing how their God had protected them and come to dance with them in 
their victory, said, “Blessed is the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who sent His Angel and 
saved His servants who trusted in Him!” 
 
(You’ll �nd this story in the Book of Daniel, chapter 3). 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
How did the people know when they were supposed to fall down and worship the statue? 
Whenever they heard the sound of the trumpet, the pipe, the harp, the four-stringed instrument, the 
psaltery, the symphony, and every kind of music, that was their cue to fall down and worship the golden 
statue. 
 
What was the punishment for not worshipping the statue? 
They would be cast into the burning fiery furnace. 
 
Why couldn’t the three youths fall down and worship the statue? 
Because there is only one true God, and we worship only Him. 
 
When the king’s men threw them into the burning �ery furnace, what happened? 
The fire did not harm them at all. It burned up the ropes, freeing them to dance and praise God. Azarias 
prayed, and the Angel of the Lord came into the furnace and made it feel like it wasn’t even hot in there. 
 
What did Nebuchadnezzar think when he saw the four �gures in the furnace? 
He knew that it was a miracle and he recognized the fourth as the Son of God. He admitted that their 
Most High God had saved them.  
 
 
For Discussion:  God hears our prayers. What’s more, He comes to us in our suffering. The Son of God did 
not abandon His beloved youths in this strange land filled with false gods, but when they were cast into the 
terrible fiery furnace, He joined them there! He loved them so much, that He would go anywhere to protect 



them. Especially when someone is suffering, God comes to them, joining them in the difficult places. People 
often feel God’s presence when they pray during difficult times. Can you think of an example? 
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THE THIRD FRIDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Friday of Great Lent, and this week we’ve been considering prayer. Today, we’re thinking 
about how to keep going, how not to give up, praying.  
 
Sometimes God answers our prayers right away; we feel like He heard us and said “yes!” But there are 
times we pray and it just doesn’t feel like God is hearing us. We pray and pray about something and 
nothing happens. Maybe that silence is an answer. Maybe God’s answer is, “Wait a little while!” or 
maybe it’s just “No, that’s not for the best.”  
 
When this happens, we should stop and ask ourselves, why are we praying about this thing? Are we 
praying sel�shly? Are we really trusting God and praying that He will do His holy will? If we are 
praying sel�shly because we just want something to happen, we need to change our prayer. We should 
begin to pray that God will change our hearts so that we can accept His will, instead of continually 
praying for the thing that seems so important to us.  
 
Elder Barsanuphius of Optina once told a story that shows us one way to change our prayer. He told 
about a visit he had from one of the monks in his monastery. The monk said, “Abba, I am so 
discouraged. I don’t think I am changing for the better. I still feel weak and sinful, even though I keep 
praying and living as a monk.” The elder said, “If God just judges us based on what we do, He will not 
�nd anything good in us.” The monk asked, “Well, then, how can I ever have hope to be saved?” The 
elder answered, “There is always hope. Always say the Jesus Prayer, and then trust God’s will 
completely,” “But, what if my mind and my heart aren’t always paying attention when I pray the Jesus 
Prayer?” asked the monk. The Elder answered, “The Jesus Prayer is very strong! The powers of the 
enemy run from people who pray this prayer! Some pray it better than others, but everyone who prays 
it will �nd that God is saving them!” “I have been resurrected!” the monk exclaimed. “I won’t feel so 
discouraged anymore!” We should remember Elder Barsanuphius’ wise advice: “ Always say the Jesus 
Prayer , and leave everything to the will of God.”   
 
But what if we are trusting God completely,  and  praying that He does His holy will, and we still don’t 
sense any kind of answer? Sometimes, God may be using this to see if we will persevere or if we will quit 
in our prayer.  



 
There is a beautiful story in the holy gospels: one day Jesus and His disciples arrived in the region of 
Tyre and Sidon. A woman from Canaan was there and she began to cry out, “Have mercy on me, O 
Lord, Son of David! My daughter is possessed by a demon!” 
 
Jesus did not answer the woman. She kept on asking and asking Him for mercy and help. The disciples 
�nally came to Jesus and asked Him to please send this woman away because she kept bothering them. 
Jesus just answered, “I was sent to help the Jewish people.” He meant that because she was a Canaanite, 
not a Hebrew Jew, He was not sent to help her.  
 
The woman did not quit asking. Instead, she came very respectfully before Jesus Himself and said, 
“Lord, help me!” 
 
Jesus answered her in a parable-kind-of way. He said, “It’s not good to take the children’s bread and 
give it to the little dogs.” Jesus was not calling the woman a dog: He was just saying that He would not 
take the healing - which was life-giving, just like bread - away from God’s children - the Hebrews - and 
give it, instead, to a Canaanite.  
 
The woman was so sure that He could heal her daughter, and she was so hopeful that He would, that 
she answered back, also in a parable-kind-of-way. She said, “Yes, Lord, but the little dogs get to eat the 
crumbs that fall from their master’s table!” She was not calling herself a dog, either, she was just using 
Our Lord’s example to show Him that she had so much faith that He could heal her daughter, that 
even if He gave the daughter a crumb of His healing, she would be healed! 
 
Jesus then answered the woman and said, “You have great faith! May your daughter be healed, just as 
you have asked.” And the daughter was healed right then! 
 
The woman in this story did not quit praying. Her heart was in the right place: she knew that Jesus is 
God and she had faith that He had the power to heal her daughter. She was asking for her daughter, 
not for herself. St. John Chrysostom says that Jesus waited to heal her daughter to allow her to 
demonstrate her virtues for His disciples, who were annoyed by her. By continuing to ask she showed 
persistence and her great faith, and by accepting her place below the chosen people of God, she showed 
great humility. Jesus was not being unkind, but was intentionally allowing her goodness to be revealed. 
 
Another thing to think about with our prayers, is whether they are ‘fervent’, which means intense and 
passionate. St. Nikolai Velimirovich said, 
 

“Prayer consisting of words alone does not help if the heart does not participate in prayer. God 
hears only a fervent prayer. Abba Zoilus of Thebaid was once returning from Mt. Sinai and 



met a monk who complained to him, that they are su�ering much from drought in the 
monastery. Zoilus said to him: ‘Why don’t you pray and implore God?’ The monk replied: ‘We 
have prayed and have implored, but there is no rain.’ To this, Zoilus replied: ‘It is evident that 
you are not praying fervently. Do you want to be convinced that it is so?’ Having said this, the 
elder raised his hands to heaven and prayed. Abundant rain fell to the earth. Seeing this, the 
astonished monk fell to the ground and bowed before the elder, but the elder, fearing the glory 
of men, quickly �ed. The Lord Himself said: ‘Ask and it will be given you’ (St. Luke 11:9). In 
vain are mouths full of prayer if the heart is empty. God does not stand and listen to the mouth 
but to the heart. Let the heart be �lled with prayer even though the mouth might be silent. 
God will hear and will receive the prayer. For God only listens to a fervent prayer.”  

 
When we �nd ourself praying but getting no answer from God, let us stop and consider: �rst, let’s 
examine our hearts and see if we are praying sel�shly, or if we really trust God to do His holy will; let’s 
try to pray the Jesus prayer and trust Him to do what is best in the situation. Let’s be persistent and 
faithful, trusting that the Lord can accomplish what we need Him to do. Let’s ask ourselves if we really 
mean our prayers -- are we truly praying from the heart?  
 
And �nally, perhaps one of the best prayers for those times when prayer is di�cult comes directly from 
the Scriptures: a man who has come to Jesus for the healing of his son calls out to Him, “Lord, I 
believe! Help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) He does have faith and he does believe -- but there is also some 
last part of him, some corner of his heart where “unbelief” lives, and that is true for all of us sometimes. 
So in those cases where it’s hard to want God’s will or to be patient and await an answer, and where the 
long wait sometimes makes us wonder if God is even listening, we can cry out with him: “Lord, I 
believe. Help my unbelief!” 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS 

What might God be saying if we do not get an answer to a prayer? 

“Wait a little, not yet!” or maybe “No, this is not what is best right now.”  
 

When the monk did not feel like his monastic life and prayers were helping him to be closer to God, 
what did Elder Barsanuphius tell him to do? 

The Elder told him to change his prayer. He said that the monk should pray the Jesus Prayer and trust 
that God will do His holy will,  and that he would be changed for the better. 



 

How did the woman from Canaan “pray?” 

She called out to Jesus, again and again. She said, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David! My 
daughter is possessed by a demon!” and “Lord, help me!”  

 

Did the Canaanite woman have faith that Jesus could heal her daughter? How do you know? 

She had great faith, which she showed when she kept asking and asking, and would not stop! Also, she 
told Him that “even a crumb” of His healing would be enough for her daughter.  

 

For Discussion:  The monk was living a life apart from the world so that he could pray and get closer to 
God, but he still did not feel like God was answering his prayers. The Canaanite woman did not know 
all the “proper” prayers to use to ask God for healing, and she was not one of God’s chosen people, so she 
would not have been part of any of their worship services that could have helped her learn  one. But both 
of them can help us learn how to pray! Which one of these two people helped YOU learn to pray better, 
today? 
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THE THIRD SATURDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 
Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Saturday of Great Lent, and this week we have been discussing prayer. We thought it was 
�tting to �nish with one of the most beautiful prayers of the 20th century, the Akathist Hymn: "Glory 
to God for All Things".  
 
The title comes from the last words spoken by St. John Chrysostom. He was the Patriarch of 
Constantinople and was well-loved by the people. As you probably know, he was renowned for being a 
great speaker, and he is quoted frequently even now, more than one thousand years later! St. John 
Chrysostom is responsible for the liturgy we use in church today.  Though we know him to be a great 
Saint and a Church Father, when he was Patriarch many people were upset with his teachings (because 
he preached against the rich who were not merciful to the poor) and he died in exile. He did such 
wonderful service for the Church and taught the people so much, and yet he died in exile -- and he was 
not bitter. His last words were, “Glory to God for all things!” It is truly admirable that a person can be 
grateful to God during bad times, and  even grateful for bad things!  It makes us think of Christ on the 
cross, because He says, “Forgive them Father, for they know not what they do.” If we wish to be like 
Christ, then even in the midst of su�ering we must have a loving and forgiving heart. 
 
Metropolitan Tryphon Turkestanov wrote a beautiful akathist �lled with praise and thanksgiving, in a 
time of pain and struggle, and gave it this name from St. John Chrysostom. 
 
He was born with another name: Prince Boris Petrovich Turkestanov. His parents were noble people in 
Russia. Little Boris was sickly as an infant, but his mother, who loved to pray in the Church of Holy 
Martyr Tryphon on what was then the outskirts of Moscow, made a vow to the holy martyr that if the 
child got well she would dedicate him to God. Soon, Boris’ health improved and he was very well, and 
his mother was so relieved!  
 
His pious mother also took the child to Optina Monastery, to receive a blessing from Elder Ambrose. 
When the elder saw the mother and son approaching, he told all the other visitors to “make way for the 
bishop” even though Boris was still a very young child. 



After he �nished school, Boris became a monk at that same monastery -- he was tonsured with a new 
name, Tryphon, after the martyr to whom his mother had dedicated him as a child. Over the years, he 
became a priest and then a bishop.  

As Bishop, Tryphon went to the front during World War I, where his health became very bad -- so bad 
that he could not ful�ll his duties as bishop and was granted a release. Though he was not physically 
well enough to work, he was raised to the rank of Archbishop in 1923, and Metropolitan in 1931. 
Soon thereafter, he lost his sight, and spent his �nal years blind and with much physical su�ering. 

In addition to his own very bad health, Metropolitan Tryphon lived through terrible times. During 
these years, Russia was under the Soviet Union, and these were di�cult and sad times for the Church. 
The Soviet State attempted to completely destroy religion, and attacked the Church in many di�erent 
ways. Christians were persecuted, tortured and killed. Ultimately, millions died -- numbers much 
higher than the persecutions in the early Church.  

During his last years, blinded, sick and dying, the Metropolitan wroke an Akathist of Thanksgiving 
called ‘Glory to God for All Things’, in which he thanks God for everything -- even the bad things that 
are surrounding him. Metropolitan Tryphon died on June 14, 1934 and many people still visit his grave 
today. 

The Akathist was found among the e�ects of Fr. Gregory Petrov upon his death in a Soviet prison 
camp in 1940. This song of praise amidst the most terrible su�ering must have been precious to him, 
and through him many Orthodox people have discovered and loved this beautiful prayer. 
 
Every day, both good and bad things come to us. We’ll hear distressing news, worry for our loved ones, 
and �nd ourselves disappointed or pained every day. The best way to respond is with prayer and 
thanksgiving. Let us trust in God, and give Him thanks! Here is a small sample of this beautiful 
Akathist.  
 
Glory to God for All Things: An Akathist of Thanksgiving 
 
Kontakion 5 
The dark storm clouds of life bring no terror to those in whose hearts Thy �re is burning brightly. 
Outside is the darkness of the whirlwind, the terror and howling of the storm, but in the heart, in the 
presence of Christ, there is light and peace, silence: Alleluia! 
Ikos 5 
I see Thine heavens resplendent with stars. How glorious art Thou radiant with light! Eternity watches 
me by the rays of the distant stars. I am small, insigni�cant, but the Lord is at my side. Thy right arm 
guides me wherever I go. 
Glory to Thee, ceaselessly watching over me 



Glory to Thee for the encounters Thou dost arrange for me 
Glory to Thee for the love of parents, for the faithfulness of friends 
Glory to Thee for the humbleness of the animals which serve me 
Glory to Thee for the unforgettable moments of life 
Glory to Thee for the heart's innocent joy 
Glory to Thee for the joy of living 
Moving and being able to return Thy love 
Glory to Thee, O God, from age to age 
 
Kontakion 8 
How near Thou art in the day of sickness. Thou Thyself visitest the sick; Thou Thyself bendest over 
the su�erer's bed. His heart speaks to Thee. In the throes of sorrow and su�ering Thou bringest peace 
and unexpected consolation. Thou art the comforter. Thou art the love which watches over and heals 
us. To Thee we sing the song: Alleluia! 
Ikos 8 
When in childhood I called upon Thee consciously for the �rst time, Thou didst hear my prayer, and 
Thou didst �ll my heart with the blessing of peace. At that moment I knew Thy goodness and knew 
how blessed are those who turn to Thee. I started to call upon Thee night and day; and now even now I 
call upon Thy name. 
Glory to Thee, satisfying my desires with good things 
Glory to Thee, watching over me day and night 
Glory to Thee, curing a�iction and emptiness with the healing �ow of time 
Glory to Thee, no loss is irreparable in Thee, Giver of eternal life to all 
Glory to Thee, making immortal all that is lofty and good 
Glory to Thee, promising us the longed-for meeting with our loved ones who have died 
Glory to Thee, O God, from age to age. 
 
No matter what comes our way -- whether we have an easy day or a really di�cult day, let us remember 
St. John Chrysostom’s words, and Bishop Tryphon’s prayer of gratitude. They will help us to pray, 
“Glory to God for all things!” 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
St. John Chrysostom had been Patriarch of Constantinople, but he died in exile. What were his last 
words? 
Glory to God for all things! 
 
When Prince Boris became a monk, he received a new name. Why did they chose that name? 



His mother asked St. Tryphon the Martyr to heal little Boris, and he did! She promised that Boris would 
be dedicated to the martyr, so that is the name they used for him as a monk. 
 
Prince Boris lived with much sickness in his life, but what was the other kind of su�ering going on? 
In Soviet Russia, the Church was terribly persecuted. Christians were tortured and killed. 
 
For Discussion:  Why is it so important to give thanks and praise even when things are bad? Can you 
think of times when you were struggling or things seemed bad? Would it make things better or worse for 
you, to praise God and give thanksgiving? Why? 
  
 
 


